Almost identical but still treated differently: hiring discrimination against foreign-born and domestic-born minorities by Veit, Susanne & Thijsen, Lex
www.ssoar.info
Almost identical but still treated differently: hiring
discrimination against foreign-born and domestic-
born minorities
Veit, Susanne; Thijsen, Lex
Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article
Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung (WZB)
Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Veit, S., & Thijsen, L. (2019). Almost identical but still treated differently: hiring discrimination against
foreign-born and domestic-born minorities. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 45, 1-20. https://
doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1622825
Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY Lizenz (Namensnennung) zur
Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu den CC-Lizenzen finden
Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.de
Terms of use:
This document is made available under a CC BY Licence
(Attribution). For more Information see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
econstor
Make Your Publications Visible.
A Service of
zbw Leibniz-InformationszentrumWirtschaftLeibniz Information Centrefor Economics
Veit, Susanne; Thijsen, Lex
Article  —  Published Version
Almost identical but still treated differently: hiring
discrimination against foreign-born and domestic-
born minorities
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies
Provided in Cooperation with:
WZB Berlin Social Science Center
Suggested Citation: Veit, Susanne; Thijsen, Lex (2019) : Almost identical but still treated
differently: hiring discrimination against foreign-born and domestic-born minorities, Journal of
Ethnic and Migration Studies, ISSN 1469-9451, Taylor & Francis, London, Vol. 45, Iss. Latest
Articles, pp. 1-20,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1622825
This Version is available at:
http://hdl.handle.net/10419/200753
Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:
Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.
Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.
Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.
Terms of use:
Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your
personal and scholarly purposes.
You are not to copy documents for public or commercial
purposes, to exhibit the documents publicly, to make them
publicly available on the internet, or to distribute or otherwise
use the documents in public.
If the documents have been made available under an Open
Content Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you
may exercise further usage rights as specified in the indicated
licence.
  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.econstor.eu
Almost identical but still treated diﬀerently: hiring
discrimination against foreign-born and domestic-born
minorities
Susanne Veita and Lex Thijsen b
aDepartment of Migration, Integration, Transnationalization, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin,
Germany; bDepartment of Sociology, University of Utrecht, Utrecht, Netherlands
ABSTRACT
Focusing on birthplace (foreign vs. domestic) and origin group
(European vs. Middle Eastern or African), this article examines the
eﬀects of cultural distance signals on discrimination against ethnic
minority job applicants. Drawing on a cross-nationally harmonised
correspondence test (N = 5780), we investigate how employers in
ﬁve Western European destination countries (Germany, the
Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and the U.K.) respond to job
applications from majority and minority group members, with
minority job applicants being either very similar (domestic-born
and/or European origin) to the majority population or rather
diﬀerent (foreign-born and/or Middle Eastern/African). Our results
are generally consistent with taste-based discrimination theory.
Employers pay attention to signals of cultural distance, which
results in particularly high levels of discrimination against foreign-
born minorities and against minorities originating from Middle
Eastern and African countries. Although origin group has a stronger
eﬀect on employer responses than birthplace, they jointly exert an
additive eﬀect. This results in particularly low labour market
chances for foreign-born minorities of Middle Eastern and African
origin. Separate country analyses, however, reveal important
country diﬀerences, both with respect to the size of the minority
penalty and the joint eﬀect of birthplace and origin group.
KEYWORDS
Correspondence test; taste-
based discrimination;
birthplace; origin group;
cultural distance
Introduction
A large and ever-growing number ofﬁeld experiments onhiring discrimination (correspon-
dence tests) demonstrate that employers discriminate against minorities; this applies to
diﬀerent countries and ethnic or racial minority groups (for reviews, see Baert 2018; Ber-
trand and Duﬂo 2017; Quillian et al. 2017; Riach and Rich 2002; Rich 2014; Zschirnt and
Ruedin 2016). When considering likely causes of the unfair treatment of ethnic and
racial minorities, classic economic theory refers to either productivity-related concerns
(statistical discrimination; Aigner and Cain 1977; Arrow 1973; Phelps 1972) or to dislike
(taste-based discrimination; Becker 1957). While both statistical and taste-based
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discrimination theories provide plausible explanations for discrimination against immi-
grants, their explanatory power is signiﬁcantly lower with regard to the children of immi-
grants. This is especially true for statistical discrimination, since the children of immigrants
are born and raised in the host society –making them very similar to majority members in
terms of language skills, place of education, and work experiences. Taste-based discrimi-
nation, on the other hand, has received little attention in previous research. Only a few
empirical studies introduce and test hypotheses deduced from taste-based discrimination
theory (but see Carlsson and Rooth [2012]; Rooth [2010]; and Nunley et al. [2015]).
Instead, some researchers interpret the existence of ethnic discrimination against the chil-
dren of immigrants and/or the absence of empirical support for statistical discrimination as
evidence for taste-based discrimination (e.g. Busetta, Campolo, and Panarello 2018).
To ﬁll this gap, the present study focuses on taste-based discrimination as an important
driver of hiring discrimination against ethnic minorities. According to taste-based dis-
crimination theory, employers dislike certain social groups because of assumed or
actual characteristics that are not related to productivity. Taste-based discrimination
instead ties in with the idea of social and cultural similarity and distance as drivers of inter-
group relations (Byrne 1971; McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001; Stephan and
Stephan 2000; Tajfel and Turner 1986; Turner et al. 1987). Employers are assumed to dis-
criminate in particular against ethnic minority job candidates who are perceived as more
deviating from the majority population in terms of norms and values.
Drawing on a cross-nationally harmonised ﬁeld experiment on hiring discrimination
(GEMM study; see Lancee 2019) that was simultaneously conducted in ﬁveWestern Euro-
pean countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain and the U.K.), we test the
socio-cultural distance argument by comparing employer responses to applications
from majority and minority group members, with the latter being either domestic-born
children of immigrant or foreign-born ethnic minorities (who migrated at pre-school
age) and having either European roots or roots in the Middle East or Africa. By holding
constant minorities’ level of human capital (i.e. language skills, educational credentials,
and work experience) while varying birthplace and group of origin, we can illuminate
how these signals of distance independently and/or interactively aﬀect ethnic discrimi-
nation in hiring situations.
This study contributes to the literature on barriers to the labour market integration of
ethnic minority members in several ways. Firstly, in contrast to cross-sectional survey
research on labour market inequality, we can estimate the unbiased, causal eﬀects of birth-
place and group of origin on hiring chances. Applying an experimental design, we are able
to test causal relations and we can prevent biases in consequence of correlated predictor
variables and unobserved heterogeneity. Moreover, previous experimental studies con-
founded immigrant generation and human capital characteristics – either because dom-
estic-born and foreign-born minorities diﬀered from one another in relevant aspects
(e.g. language skills, place of education, and work experience) or because application docu-
ments did not provide suﬃcient information to disprove potentially assumed diﬀerences
in human capital between domestic-born and foreign-born minorities. We go beyond
earlier experimental studies by varying immigrant generation independently of relevant
human capital characteristics.
Secondly, in this study we investigate discrimination towards two broadly deﬁned
target groups – minorities of European and of Middle Eastern/African origin – but
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we base our test for discrimination on the behaviour of employers towards many
diﬀerent ethnic groups belonging to these two broad categories. By doing so, we
cover a wide range of ethnic minority groups diﬀering in social, cultural and religious
characteristics and we are able to provide more valid and robust evidence on the group
of origin as a relevant driver of discrimination. This is particularly important since we
investigate hiring chances of ethnic minorities in ﬁve diﬀerent countries, with the size
and status of speciﬁc minority groups varying across national contexts. Finally, the joint
eﬀect of birthplace and group of origin has not been addressed in previous correspon-
dence studies. By varying birthplace and group of origin independently, we can show
how diﬀerent distance signals interactively aﬀect the labour market chances of ethnic
minority job candidates.
Almost majority members: the children of immigrants
Migration to Western Europe is not a new phenomenon: in fact it has a long history. In
particular after the Second World War, many Western European countries experienced
high rates of immigration. This development persisted and immigration further increased
in the following decades. For this reason, Western European countries have sizeable popu-
lations of immigrants and their descendents. Whereas immigrants possess on average less
human capital than the majority population, the children of immigrants have a much
better starting point for successful integration into the labour market. Since they are
raised and educated in the host society, the children of immigrants are in many respects
(e.g. in terms of language skills and places of education) more similar to their majority
peers than they are to their immigrant parents. At the same time, however, the children
of immigrants are often ‘living at the crossroad of cultural worlds’ (Giguère, Lalonde,
and Lou 2010, 14). At school, work, and in leisure organisations they are socialised into
the culture of the host society – but at home they may still be exposed to the cultural
norms and values of their parents’ heritage culture.
With respect to structural integration, classic assimilation theory (Gordon 1964; but
see also Portes and Zhou [1993]) predicts that labour market outcomes experienced by
the children of immigrants would improve towards convergence with the majority
population. Although some empirical studies indeed conﬁrm that the children of immi-
grants do better than their parents or achieve parity with their majority peers; there is
considerable variation across destination countries, origin groups, and indicators of
labour market success (Crul and Vermeulen 2003; Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2017;
Heath and Cheung 2007; Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008). Moreover, as Heath,
Rothon, and Kilpi (2008, 211) summarise for the children of immigrants in Western
European countries: the ‘entry into the labor market is a particular problem for most
minorities’.
In order to develop eﬃcient strategies to support the structural integration of immi-
grants and their descents, we need to identify the obstacles that hinder the entry of
ethnic minorities into the labour market. Potential explanations range from diﬀerences
in socioeconomic background (family resources), human capital (language and edu-
cation), segregation (neighbourhoods and schools), and own or parental career aspira-
tions to hiring discrimination (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008) – the topic of the
present study.
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Explaining hiring discrimination
In classic economic literature on hiring discrimination two theories ﬁgure prominently:
taste-based and statistical discrimination theories (Guryan and Charles 2013; Pager
and Shepherd 2008). According to statistical discrimination theories (Aigner and
Cain 1977; Arrow 1973; Phelps 1972), employers discriminate against ethnic minorities
because of uncertainties about the true productivity of ethnic minority job seekers.
Since employers have always imperfect information about job candidates’ true pro-
ductivity, they rely on productivity-related group characteristics when judging individ-
ual job candidates. Even though employers usually have little knowledge about the
productivity of speciﬁc ethnic minorities, they know that ethnic minorities have less
favourable productivity characteristics on average than the majority, for example,
due to language problems and higher unemployment rates. Consequently, employers
prefer majority candidates over minority candidates because they are unwilling to
take the risk of hiring a less productive candidate.
The theory of taste-based discrimination (Becker 1957), by contrast, rests on the
assumption that employers dislike certain social groups. To avoid contact with
members of disliked groups, employers are willing to pay a price, for example, by
paying higher wages to employees from preferred groups. Central to this argument
is that employers are assumed to base their preferences on other characteristics than
productivity, for example, on social or cultural (dis)similarity: ‘the employer simply
feels more comfortable having people on her/his staﬀ that abide by the same social
codes as herself/himself, even though these social codes are irrelevant for work per-
formance’ (Bursell 2007, 8). Taste-based discrimination theory thus ties in with
other approaches that highlight the role of social similarity and cultural distance,
such as the similarity attraction paradigm (Byrne 1971, 1997), research on (ethnic)
homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001), social identity approach
(Tajfel and Turner 1986; Turner et al. 1987), and integrated threat theory (Stephan
and Stephan 2000).
While both theories provide plausible explanations for ethnic discrimination in
hiring, it is diﬃcult to provide unambiguous empirical evidence for taste-based dis-
crimination (but see Carlsson and Rooth 2012 and Rooth 2010) and to distinguish
taste-based discrimination from statistical discrimination (Nunley et al. 2015).
Firstly, it is diﬃcult to identify characteristics that are clearly related to either ‘taste’
or ‘productivity’. Secondly, employers may dislike ‘unproductive’ groups for reasons
unrelated to productivity. That is, productivity concerns and dislike may occur
together and jointly reduce the hiring chances of ethnic minorities. Finally, theories
of taste-based and statistical discrimination are based on rather strict assumptions;
for example, they assume that employers are fully attentive to all available information,
that employers are aware of their negative attitudes towards certain social groups, or
that employers have detailed knowledge about average productivity-related group
characteristics. Questioning these assumptions, researchers have proposed additional
explanations, for example, attention discrimination (Bartoš et al. 2016), implicit dis-
crimination (Bertrand, Chugh, and Mullainathan 2005; Rooth 2010), and error dis-
crimination (England 1992).
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Measuring ethnic discrimination in hiring
Correspondence tests are the standard method for detecting discrimination in hiring
(Gaddis 2018; Pager 2007). Correspondence tests are ﬁeld experiments that involve
sending application documents from ﬁctitious job candidates to real job openings. The
ﬁctitious job candidates are comparable to one another in all respects, except for the
characteristic of interest (e.g. ethnic background, race, or religion). By revealing
whether employers systematically favour members of one group over equally qualiﬁed
members of another group, such studies can provide causal evidence on discrimination.
In the last decade, a large and ever-growing number of correspondence studies has been
published. With very few exceptions, they provide empirical evidence demonstrating
hiring discrimination against racial and ethnic minorities – although there is considerable
variation in the size of the reported eﬀects across studies (for reviews, see Baert 2018; Ber-
trand and Duﬂo 2017; Quillian et al. 2017; Riach and Rich 2002; Rich 2014; Zschirnt and
Ruedin 2016).
Diﬀerences between immigrants and their children
Although the number of correspondence studies that have been conducted is high, there is
scant attention to the eﬀects of immigrant generation and birthplace. In some studies,
researchers do not provide any clue on migration status but signal ethnicity or racial
group membership solely by means of a typical name (e.g. Bursell 2014). In other
studies, ethnicity is signalled by typical names and by making references in the application
documents to speciﬁc foreign language skills, citizenship, birthplace, or places of education
and work experience. As a result, these studies explicitly provide evidence on discrimi-
nation either against immigrants or against minorities who did not themselves migrate
(e.g. Kaas and Manger 2012; Midtbøen 2016) – or against immigrants and minorities
(e.g. Carlsson 2010; Oreopoulos 2011).
Comparing the results of correspondence tests on discrimination against either immi-
grants or their oﬀspring, Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) ﬁnd little evidence on diﬀerences in
discrimination levels between immigrant generations. The few correspondence studies
that incorporate an explicit generation treatment (Busetta, Campolo, and Panarello
2018; Carlsson 2010; Drydakis 2010; Oreopoulos 2011), by contrast, consistently ﬁnd
that discrimination levels are somewhat lower for the children of immigrants than for
immigrants. However, their evidence is mixed with respect to the question whether
these diﬀerences are statistically signiﬁcant. Moreover, most of these studies do not ade-
quately distinguish between taste-based and statistical discrimination as potential drivers
of these observed diﬀerences, because they cannot account for correlations between immi-
grant generation and human capital characteristics, such as language skills (Busetta,
Campolo, and Panarello 2018) or the place of education and/or work experience (Carlsson
2010; Drydakis 2010).
In order to isolate the eﬀect of social or cultural distance from the eﬀect of human
capital diﬀerences, it is necessary to rule out productivity concerns as drivers of dis-
crimination. One way of doing this is to provide explicit and reliable information
about relevant skills and qualiﬁcations and to experimentally vary minorities’ human
capital. An alternative way is to compare minority groups who have equivalent
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language skills and qualiﬁcations: that is, domestic-born ethnic minorities and foreign-
born minorities who immigrated at pre-school age. If these two minority groups are
still treated diﬀerently by employers despite the fact that they have virtually identical
human capital, taste-based discrimination based on perceived distance would be a
more plausible explanation than statistical discrimination. In line with the distance
argument of taste-based discrimination theory, we hypothesise: Employers discriminate
more strongly against foreign-born ethnic minorities than they do against domestic-born
minorities (H1).
Diﬀerences between origin groups
In most previous correspondence studies, researchers compare response rates between
majority candidates and one minority group, often the largest or most salient immigrant
group in the respective country (e.g. Kaas and Manger 2012; Midtbøen 2014). Such a
design is well-suited to demonstrating the existence of ethnic discrimination, but provides
little insights into the drivers of discrimination. Experimental designs with multiple min-
ority groups make it possible to examine ethnic hierarchies in discrimination and to sep-
arate the eﬀect of ethnicity from correlated characteristics, such as religion (see e.g. Di
Stasio et al. 2019). Moreover, the inclusion of several minority groups puts the empirical
evidence on ethnic discrimination on a ﬁrmer footing, for example, by conﬁrming dis-
crimination against large but also smaller minority groups.
So far, however, correspondence studies that look at more than one minority group
provide rather inconsistent results. Whereas some studies point to ethnic or racial hierar-
chies and origin eﬀects in hiring discrimination (Booth, Leigh, and Varganova 2012;
Busetta, Campolo, and Panarello 2018; Weichselbaumer 2017), other studies suggest
that minorities’ ethnic origin hardly matters (Andriessen et al. 2012; Drydakis 2017; Jac-
quemet and Yannelis 2012; McGinnity and Lunn 2011; Oreopoulos 2011).
As outlined before, taste-based discrimination theory ties in with other theoretical
approaches highlighting the role of social and cultural distance. Cultural distance is a
broad umbrella term for cross-country diﬀerences in traditions, norms, and values (Hof-
stede 2001; Schwartz 2006; Welzel 2013). According to the cultural map of the world that
was introduced by Inglehart and Welzel (see the website of the world value survey1 or
Welzel 2013), Europeans are on average very similar to one another with respect to
secular-rational (vs. traditional) and self-expression (vs. survival) values. People from
Middle Eastern and African countries are likewise relatively similar to one another in
terms of their values, but they diﬀer considerably from Europeans because they hold
more traditional (vs. secular-rational) and survival-focused (vs. self-expression) values.
Assuming that value distance matters, we predict that (European) employers discriminate
more strongly against ethnic minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin than they do
against European minorities (H2).
The joint eﬀect of birthplace and origin group
Application documents provide much more information on job candidates than their
ethnic background alone. Employers have to screen a lot of information in application
documents. An important question is therefore how job candidates’ diﬀerent
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characteristics jointly aﬀect employers’ decisions, and in particular how diﬀerent signals of
social or cultural distance aﬀect employers’ decisions.
There are a substantial number of studies investigating the consequences of being a
member of multiple subordinate groups. With respect to gender and minority status,
for example, there are studies on the double jeopardy hypothesis (Berdahl and Moore
2006), on the subordinate male target hypothesis (Sidanius and Pratto 1999), or on the
intersectional-invisibility hypothesis (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008). Focusing on
hiring discrimination, a recent study by Pedulla (2018) investigates the joint eﬀect of
race and unemployment. Testing for additive (i.e. independent eﬀects), ampliﬁed (i.e. a
higher unemployment penalty for racial minorities), and muted eﬀects (i.e. a weaker
unemployment penalty for racial minorities), Pedulla ﬁnds support for the ‘muted con-
gruency’ hypothesis. Consistent with the argument that additional stereotype-consistent
negative information is redundant for attitudes towards strongly stigmatised minority
groups, Pedulla ﬁnds that unemployment has limited additional negative eﬀects on
African American job candidates’ hiring chances. The latter ﬁnding is also in line with
the idea of ‘attention discrimination’ (Bartoš et al. 2016, 1439), suggesting that in
‘cherry picking’ markets (i.e. in markets where many job candidates compete for few
jobs) employers allocate their scarce attention to the applications from candidates who
belong to more positively rated groups. As a consequence, employers punish (or
reward) in particular the job candidates they are interested in, but dismiss the very
same information for members of other groups; this makes employers ‘blind’ towards
the speciﬁc educational credentials of the second generation (Midtbøen 2014).
Applying similar arguments to the conjoint eﬀect of two cultural charactersitics (e.g.
Pierné 2013), we propose three competing hypotheses. First, birthplace and group of
origin may have an additive eﬀect, suggesting that the birthplace eﬀect is as strong for
Middle Eastern and African minorities as it is for European minorities (H3a). Alternatively,
it is plausible to assume that any signal of distance further increases the salience of other
signals of distance (ampliﬁed eﬀect). A foreign birthplace, for example, may further
increase the perceived distance from ethnic minorities originating in culturally more
distant countries (and the other way around), suggesting that the birthplace eﬀect is stron-
ger for Middle Eastern and African minorities than it is for European minorities (H3b).
Drawing on the ‘muted congruency’ hypothesis and on attention discrimination (Bartoš
et al. 2016), we may ﬁnally expect that the birthplace eﬀect is stronger for European min-
orities than it is for Middle Eastern and African minorities (H3c) – either because employ-
ers fail to recognise the birthplace of minorities originating in culturally more distant
countries or because additional ‘negative’ information has only a marginal impact on
the rating of these minorities.
Method
Experimental design
This study draws on a unique data set from an international project on hiring discrimi-
nation (GEMM data, see Lancee 2019; Lancee et al. 2019a, 2019b). Between summer
2016 and spring 2018, an international team of researchers conducted correspondence
tests on ethnic discrimination in hiring simultaneously in ﬁve European countries
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(Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and the U.K.). The researchers sent appli-
cations from ﬁctitious job candidates to real, publicly advertised vacancies on online job
markets and registered employers’ responses. By experimentally varying some character-
istics of the applicants while keeping other characteristics constant, this design makes it
possible to identify the causal eﬀects of ethnic background and birthplace on hiring
chances.
In contrast to the majority of previous correspondence tests, the GEMM study used an
unpaired design to accommodate a large number of experimental treatments and treat-
ment conditions (for a similar design see Weichselbaumer 2016). Most importantly, the
total sample includes 53 diﬀerent ethnic groups applying for vacancies in 10 professions.
Most of these treatments were randomly assigned and fully orthogonal. Religion and phe-
notype, however, were not fully randomly assigned and orthogonal. Based on the results of
a pre-test and on country statistics about the prevalence of religious groups in diﬀerent
countries, implausible combinations of ethnicity, phenotype, and religion (e.g. Japanese
origin but Muslim faith and black phenotype) were excluded. Moreover, while all national
research teams used a similar design and pursued a common experimental protocol, they
adapted the experimental material and assignment quotas to national speciﬁcs (for
detailed information see Lancee 2019; Lancee et al. 2019a, 2019b).
Sample
The present study analyses a subsample (n < 6000) of the GEMM data (N > 19,000). To
maximise the comparability of results across study countries and minority groups, we
excluded all cases where the application documents contained a reference to a particular
religious aﬃliation (i.e. a religiously connoted social organisation or a résumé photo
showing a woman with headscarf). In addition, we restricted our sample to ethnic min-
orities originating either in the European Union (Bulgaria, France, Greece, Italy,
Poland, and Romania; also Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, and the U.K.) or in
a Middle Eastern or African country (Egypt, Ethiopia, Lebanon, Morocco, Nigeria,
Turkey, and Uganda) and to members of the respective national majority.
Our ﬁnal sample includes 5954 applications, with equal shares of male and female job
candidates (49% and 51%, respectively). Table 1 shows how the sample is distributed
across host countries (n = 5) and ethnic groups (n = 20). More than one-third of all job
candidates are majority group members or ethnic minorities with roots in Middle
Eastern or African countries (37% and 38%, respectively) and one-quarter are ethnic min-
orities of European origin (25%).
Measures
Positive response: The dependent measure in our analyses is positive response, a dichot-
omous variable indicating whether an employer signalled interest in the application
that he or she received (0 ‘no’, 1 ‘yes’). We interpret explicit rejections and non-
responses as signs of an absence of interest (negative response). All remaining
responses are coded as positive response; this includes requests for the candidate to
provide additional information or to call the employer back and invitations to work
on a trial basis or for a job interview.
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Place of birth: Birthplace is one of the two central independent variables in our study
and diﬀerentiates between majority group members (0 ‘majority’), domestic-born children
of immigrants (1 ‘domestic-born’), and foreign-born ethnic minorities (2 ‘foreign-born’).
We signalled job candidates’ place of birth in the cover letter.
All ﬁctitious job candidates indicated that they live and work in a larger city in the
country in question but originated in the region where the job was being oﬀered. They
justiﬁed their application for a job outside their current city of residence with the desire
for moving back to the region where they grew up and went to school. While majority
and domestic-born minority job candidates both added that they were born in the
region of the job oﬀer, domestic-born minorities in addition mentioned their country
of origin: ‘My family is originally from [country of origin], but I was born in [region of
company] and all my education and training has been in [host country]’.2 Foreign-born
minorities, by contrast, add that they were born abroad but migrated to this region at
age six: ‘I was born in [country of origin], but moved to [region of company] at the age
of 6 and all my relevant education and training has been in [host country]’. In
Germany and the Netherlands, we repeated this signal in the CV by providing information
about job candidates’ place of birth (majority and domestic-born minority candidates: a
domestic city; foreign-born minority candidates: a foreign capital).
To keep job candidates’ level of human capital constant, all candidates stated they had
attended domestic schools and job training institutions and referred to the respective
national language as ﬁrst language or mother tongue. Minority candidates in addition
speciﬁed the language of their origin country as their (second) ﬁrst language.
Table 1. Number of applications by study country and country of origin.
Origin group
Study country
Germany Netherlands Norway Spain U.K. Total
n n n n n N
Natives 374 557 347 573 389 2240
European Union 223 483 199 322 230 1457
Bulgaria 27 117a 20 34 16 214
France 24 31 18 41 27 141
Germany – 22 18 18 24 82
Greece 26 27 20 40 26 139
Italy 28 29 24 23 15 119
Netherlands 25 – 18 38 29 110
Norway 19 31 – 36 19 105
Poland 23 135a 28 28 21 235
Romania 19 29 20 32 27 127
Spain 16 31 19 – 26 92
U.K. 16 31 14 32 – 93
Middle East + Africa 546 662 138 532 379 2257
Egypt 19 39 20 35 26 139
Ethiopia 23 25 14 23 19 104
Iran 21 43 15 38 26 143
Iraq 26 33 23 48 37 167
Lebanon 169a 17 8 17 16 227
Morocco 32 228a 3 273a 25 561
Nigeria 50 24 23 30 191a 318
Turkey 186a 219a 20 40 20 485
Uganda 20 34 12 28 19 113
Total N 1143 1702 684 1427 998 5954
aThese minority groups were oversampled in the respective study countries to make possible more detailed analyses for
immigrant groups that are particularly relevant in the national context (see Lancee et al. 2019a, 2019b).
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Origin group: Origin group is the second central independent variable in our study and
diﬀerentiates between majority group members (0 ‘majority’), minority group members of
European origin (1 ‘Europe’), and minority group members of Middle Eastern or African
origin (2 ‘Middle East/Africa’). Table 1 provides an overview about the corresponding
countries of origin.
Job candidates’ country of origin was signalled in three ways. Firstly, all applicants had
names that are typical for residents of their countries of origin (see Lancee et al. 2019a,
2019b). However, since names are imprecise signals of ethnic origin, we speciﬁed the
country of origin in the cover letter (see the sentences quoted in the place-of-birth
section). Third and ﬁnally, in the résumé all minority candidates listed the language of
their country of origin together with the national language as their ﬁrst language.
Control variables: We constructed a categorical variable indicating the countrywhere the
studywas conducted: 0 ‘Germany’, 1 ‘theNetherlands’, 2 ‘Norway’, 3 ‘Spain’, and 4 ‘U.K.’. As
control variables in our multivariate analyses, we include job candidates’ gender (0 ‘male’, 1
‘female’), occupation (n = 10, from cook to plumber, see Table 2), and – to account for unob-
served diﬀerences over time – the date of application (month, year).
Results
We ﬁrst present general results by reporting response rates and discrimination ratios (i.e.
the ratio of the share of positive responses for majority group members and the share of
positive responses for minorities) for the full sample and separately for each study country.
Thereafter, we report the results of multivariate probit regression models investigating
how the probability of receiving a positive response varies according to minority group
members’ place of birth and origin group when controlling for gender, country, occupation,
and date of application.
Response rates and discrimination ratios
Out of the 5,954 applications that we sent to employers, 34% received a positive response.
The share of positive responses, however, varied strongly between countries, with high
Table 2. Distribution of applications across occupations.
Occupation
Study country
Germany Netherlands Norway Spain U.K. Total
n n n n n N
Cook 166 309 76 449 121 1121
Payroll Clerk 184 260 108 216 267 1035
Receptionist 177 176 18 139 122 632
Sales Representative 183 256 152 72 174 837
Software Developer 178 251 109 68 141 747
Store Assistant 176 190 62 237 160 825
Hairdressera 79 68 32 246 – 425
Carpentera – 63 60 – – 123
Electriciana – 82 36 – 10 128
Plumbera – 47 31 – 3 81
Total N 1143 1702 684 1427 998 5954
aThese four occupations were not tested in all ﬁve study countries. They were added to the study later on in order to
increase the number of vacancies to apply for in countries with diﬃculties to ﬁnd enough vacancies per week (see
Lancee et al. 2019a, 2019b).
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shares of positive responses in Germany (49%) and the Netherlands (47%), a medium
share in Norway (33%), and relatively low shares in the U.K. (19%) and Spain (13%).
In addition, the likelihood of receiving a positive response diﬀered considerably for
minority and majority group members. In line with previous correspondence studies on
ethnic discrimination in hiring, we found that employers respond more often positively
to applications of majority members (37%) than to applications of minority members
(31%). As Figure 1 shows, this trend was conﬁrmed for all ﬁve study countries but the
level of discrimination varied between countries.
The overall discrimination ratio equals 1.2 and suggests that minority candidates have
to write about 1.2 times as many applications as majority candidates to receive a positive
response. As for the diﬀerent countries, the discrimination ratios range from 1.6 in the
U.K. and 1.5 in Norway to 1.3 in the Netherlands. The ratios in Germany and Spain
equal 1.1 and 1.0, respectively, suggesting that employers hardly make a diﬀerence
between majority and minority job candidates.
The share of positive responses, however, also varied between minority groups. For
example, whereas 34% of all European minorities received a positive response, this
share was only 29% for minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin (discrimination
ratios: 1.1 and 1.3, respectively). In a similar vein, whereas 32% of all domestic-born min-
orities received a positive response, this share was below 30% for foreign-born minorities
(discrimination ratios: 1.2 and 1.3, respectively).
Multivariate analyses: place of birth and origin group
To test our hypotheses, we ran multivariate probit regression models with migration status
and origin group as independent variables while controlling for gender, occupation, date
of application, and country. Figure 2 provides the corresponding coeﬃcients plot. As the
Figure 1. Share of positive responses to job applications from minority and majority group members
across countries.
Notes: The bars show the relative share of positive responses (with 90% conﬁdence intervals) to applications from minority
candidates (dark grey bars) in comparison to majority candidates (light grey bars) separately for the ﬁve study countries
(without control variables). In countries with stars next to the country name (*) the share of positive responses diﬀered
signiﬁcantly between majority and minority job candidates (one-tailed, p < .05).
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plot shows, foreign-born and domestic-born minorities both received signiﬁcantly fewer
positive responses from employers than majority members (bdom =−.30 and bfor =−.22,
p < .001, respectively; see the triangles in Figure 2). In addition, response rates diﬀered sig-
niﬁcantly between the two minority groups: bfor =−.09, p < .05 (not shown, with domestic-
born as reference category).
Response rates varied also signiﬁcantly between origin groups (bEU =−.16 and bMEA =
−.33, p < .001, respectively; see the circles in Figure 2) and between the two minority
groups, with minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin having a much lower like-
lihood of receiving a positive response than European minorities: bMEA =−.17, p < .001
(not shown, European minorities as reference category). Hypotheses H1 and H2 are
thus supported.
When combining the two minority group characteristics, that is, place of birth and
origin group, we ﬁnd that employers treated all four resulting minority groups more nega-
tively than majority candidates (see the squares in Figure 2). Moreover, the pattern of
results indicates a clear hierarchy. The probability of receiving a positive response steadily
decreases: majority members have the highest probability, followed by domestic-born
European minorities (bdomEU =−.11, p < .05), foreign-born European minorities (bforEU
=−.21, p < .001), domestic-born minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin
(bdomMEA =−.29, p < .001), and foreign-born minorities of the same origin (bforMEA =
−.37, p < .001). In addition, our results suggest that a foreign place of birth has virtually
the same eﬀect for European minorities as it has for Middle Eastern and African minorities
(and the other way around). An interaction analyses for minority candidates conﬁrmed
this trend: the coeﬃcient of the interaction between origin group and birthplace was
not statistically signiﬁcant (not shown, bINT =−.02, ns). In line with hypothesis H3a,
our results suggest an additive eﬀect.
Figure 2. Birthplace and origin-group eﬀects.
Notes: This coeﬃcients plot displays the coeﬃcients for birthplace (triangles), origin group (circles), and birthplace by origin
group (squares) of separate probit regression models (dependent variable: positive response; all control variables included).
Horizontal lines provide the corresponding 90% conﬁdence intervals. Horizontal lines that do not overlap with the dashes
vertical line point to signiﬁcant diﬀerences in comparison to the respective reference group.
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Country diﬀerences
Separate probit regressions by country (again, all control variables included) revealed
important country diﬀerences (see Figure 3). In Germany and Spain, only foreign-born
minority candidates received signiﬁcantly less often a positive response than majority can-
didates (Germany: bfor =−.17, p < .05; Spain: bfor =−.26, p < .05, respectively), whereas
domestic-born minority candidates received a positive response almost as often as
majority candidates (see the triangles in the ﬁrst and fourth column of Figure 3). In the
Netherlands and in Norway, by contrast, the results are in line with our expectations,
because foreign-born (Netherlands: bfor =−.41, p < .001; Norway: bfor =−.47, p < .001)
and domestic-born (Netherlands: bdom =−.26, p < .001; Norway: bdom =−.40, p < .01)
minorities received signiﬁcantly fewer positive responses than majority candidates (see
the triangles in the second and third column of Figure 3). In the U.K., too, both diﬀerences
were statistically signiﬁcant, but against our expectations the penalty was larger for dom-
estic-born minorities (bdom =−.40, p < .001) than it was for foreign-born minority candi-
dates (bfor =−.23, p < .05). As for the diﬀerences between minority groups, foreign-born
minorities received signiﬁcantly fewer positive responses than domestic-born minorities
in the Netherlands and in Spain (not shown, bfor =−.15, p < .05 and bfor =−.28, p < .01,
respectively, domestic-born minorities as reference). In the remaining countries, response
rates did not signiﬁcantly diﬀer between domestic- and foreign-born minorities.
Figure 3. Place-of-birth and origin-group eﬀects by country.
Notes: These coeﬃcients plots display the estimates for birthplace (triangle), origin group (circles), and birthplace by origin
group (squares) of separate probit regression models by study country (dependent variable: positive response; all control
variables included). Horizontal lines provide the corresponding 90% conﬁdence intervals. Horizontal lines that do not
overlap with the dashes vertical line point to signiﬁcant diﬀerences in comparison to the respective reference group.
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The diﬀerence in positive responses to applications frommajority candidates and Euro-
pean minorities (see the circles in Figure 3) was statistically signiﬁcant only in the Nether-
lands (bEU =−.16, p < .05) and in Norway (bEU =−.32, p < .01), whereas the diﬀerences
between majority candidates and minority candidates of Middle Eastern and African
origin was statistically signiﬁcant in all countries: Germany (bMEA =−.16, p < .05), the
Netherlands (bMEA =−.48, p < .001), Norway (bMEA =−.60, p < .001), Spain (bMEA =
−.19, p < .05), and the U.K. (bMEA =−.42, p < .001). However, the diﬀerence between min-
orities of European and Middle Eastern/African origin was signiﬁcant in all countries
except for Germany and Spain (not shown, European minorities as reference category):
Netherlands (bMEA =−.32, p < .001), Norway (bMEA =−.27, p < .05), and U.K. (bMEA =
−.27, p < .05).
Finally, there are substantial diﬀerences between countries with respect to the birth-
place eﬀect by origin group (see the squares in Figure 3). In the Netherlands, Norway,
and Germany, the birthplace eﬀect was slightly stronger for European minorities than
for Middle Eastern and African minorities. In addition, in all three countries all minority
groups except for domestic-born Europeans had a (marginally) signiﬁcantly lower likeli-
hood of receiving a positive response than majority group members (Germany: p < .10,
respectively, one-tailed). The pattern of results is supportive of hypothesis H3c on a
muted eﬀect. However, even though the coeﬃcients of the interaction terms between
birthplace and origin group had indeed positive signs, they were not statistically signiﬁcant
(not shown; Germany: bINT = .16, Netherlands: bINT = .28, and Norway: bINT = .32, ns,
respectively; one-tailed, reference category: domestic-born European minorities).
In Spain, by contrast, a foreign place of birth had negative consequences for minorities
of Middle Eastern and African origin, but had no consequence for European minorities.
Moreover, Spanish employers discriminated exclusively against foreign-born minorities
of Middle Eastern and African origin (bforMEA =−.52, p < .001). The coeﬃcient of the
interaction term between birthplace and origin group was negative and statistically signiﬁ-
cant (not shown, bINT =−.60, p < .05, one-tailed, reference category: domestic-born Euro-
pean minorities), conﬁrming for Spain hypothesis H3b on an ampliﬁed eﬀect.
Finally, British employers discriminated against all minorities except for foreign-born
Europeans (bdomEU =−.37, p < .05; bdomMEA =−.42 and bforMEA =−.43, p < .01, respect-
ively). Moreover, the eﬀect of birthplace was signiﬁcant for European minorities in the
U.K., but pointed in the ‘wrong’ direction. Employers preferred foreign-born minorities
of European origin over domestic-born minorities of European origin. The coeﬃcient
of the interaction between birthplace and origin groups had a negative sign but was not
signiﬁcant (not shown, bINT =−.39, ns, one-tailed, reference category: domestic-born
European minorities).
Taken together, the joint eﬀect of place of birth and origin group varies between
countries. Separate country analyses do not provide any support for hypothesis H3c on
a muted eﬀect while the Spanish results are supportive of hypothesis H3b on an
ampliﬁed eﬀect. At the same time, however, employers in all ﬁve countries discriminate
against foreign-born minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin. In combination
with the ﬁnding that there is no signiﬁcant interaction between place of birth and
origin group in all countries expect for Spain, the pattern of results is by far and large com-
patible with hypothesis H3a on an additive eﬀect.
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Robustness check
During our data collection, the regional government in Catalonia (Spain) held an inde-
pendence referendum. Since this may have had consequences for the Spanish results
(since ‘majority’ members in Spain were born in Madrid and had Castilian names),
we repeated all analyses without Catalonian cases (n = 5451). The results remain vir-
tually unchanged.
Summary and conclusion
In this study, we investigated the interplay between place of birth and country of origin
in hiring discrimination against ethnic minorities in ﬁve European countries. Drawing
on taste-based discrimination theory, we expected to ﬁnd higher levels of discrimination
against foreign-born minorities compared to equally qualiﬁed domestic-born minorities.
Moreover, we predicted that the level of discrimination would be higher against min-
orities from culturally more distant origin groups (Middle Eastern and African
countries) than against minorities from culturally more similar ones (European
countries). Finally, we formulated three competing hypotheses on the conjoint eﬀect
of birthplace and origin group.
In line with previous studies, we ﬁnd robust evidence for discrimination against ethnic
minority job candidates. According to our results, minority candidates have to send on
average about 1.2 times as many applications as equally qualiﬁed majority candidates to
receive a positive response. The size of the observed minority penalty, however, varies con-
siderably between countries, with discrimination ratios ranging from 1.0 in Spain to 1.6 in
the U.K.
Moreover, our hypothesis on a birthplace eﬀect receives empirical support. The likeli-
hood of receiving a positive response is lower for foreign-born minorities than for dom-
estic-born minorities. This diﬀerence is statistically signiﬁcant – but very small in size:
being foreign-born (vs. domestic-born) decreases the probability of a positive response
by two percentage points. Moreover, in separate country analyses the birthplace eﬀect is
signiﬁcant only in the Netherlands and Spain. In Norway and Germany this diﬀerence
is not signiﬁcant and in the U.K. the eﬀect is even reversed. We ﬁnd much stronger empiri-
cal support for the origin-group hypothesis. Discrimination increases for minorities from
origin countries that are culturally more distant (Middle Eastern/African vs. European
origin). This eﬀect is highly signiﬁcant and much larger than the birthplace eﬀect: a
Middle Eastern or African (vs. European) background decrease the probability of a posi-
tive response by ﬁve percentage points.
Finally, the analysis of the conjoint eﬀect of birthplace and origin group yields mixed
results. In the full sample, the pattern of results suggests an additive eﬀect: the likelihood
of receiving a positive response decreases steadily from majority members to domestic-
born European minorities and foreign-born European minorities and further down for
domestic-born minorities of Middle Eastern and African origin. Foreign-born minorities
of Middle Eastern and African origin are at the bottom of this hierarchy. Separate country
analyses, however, point to some cross-national variation in the joint eﬀect of place of
birth and country of origin. While the results for Spain are supportive of an ampliﬁed
eﬀect by conﬁrming a signiﬁcantly higher birthplace penalty for Middle Eastern/African
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minorities, the pattern of results in Germany, the Netherlands and Norway is by far and
large compatible with an additive eﬀect. How employers evaluate signals of ‘otherness’
apparently depends on the national context, for example on the national immigration
history, the state of economy, and anti-discrimination legislation. We hope to encourage
future research to explore why these signals of social distance interact diﬀerently in
diﬀerent countries.
This study adds to the large and ever-growing body of literature on ethnic discrimi-
nation in hiring by providing empirical evidence in support of taste-based discrimination
theory. To the best of our knowledge, this is the ﬁrst study to provide causal evidence for a
negative impact of a foreign birthplace on the hiring chances of ethnic minorities when
holding constant job candidates’ level of human capital. The observed birthplace
penalty is very small in size. However, previous studies on the role of immigrant gener-
ation likewise found only rather small diﬀerences between immigrants and their
oﬀspring, despite the fact that in these studies immigrant generation was correlated
with human capital characteristics. Against this background, our results are clearly sup-
portive of taste-based discrimination as a driver of hiring discrimination. The strong
impact of origin group on employer responses is also in line with taste-based discrimi-
nation theory, although we can not rule out that the observed origin-group eﬀects ulti-
mately result from diﬀerences in productivity-related characteristics between culturally
very similar and rather distant origin groups. Taken together, however, our results
suggest that employers are attentive to signals of otherness. They discriminate against
minorities in general but against minorities with whom they have little in common in par-
ticular: that is, against foreign-born minorities and minorities originating from culturally
very distant countries.
There are of course some limitations to this study. First and foremost, since the labour
market situation and the standards of application procedures diﬀer between countries, we
had to adapt the experimental protocol to national circumstances, which limits the cross-
national comparability of our results. Not adapting the experimental procedures and
materials, however, would have resulted in non-standard applications, with serious con-
sequences for the validity of our results. There is no perfect solution to this problem,
but there is a trade-oﬀ. Without compromises, cross-nationally harmonised ﬁeld exper-
iments are virtually impossible.
Second, in the U.K. the wording of the birthplace treatment failed to clearly signal
the birthplace of domestic-born job candidates (see Note 1). This deviation in wording
is a misfortunate weakness of the study design. Domestic-born minorities in the U.K.
stressed their foreign origin and that they have the right to work in the U.K. instead of
highlighting their domestic birthplace. This combination of signals may have
backﬁred by stressing distance rather than similarity. Most likely, this combination
of signals caused the surprising results for the U.K., according to which British
employers prefer foreign-born over domestic-born minorities. Moreover, this aspect
is related to a more general limitation of the GEMM study. It might be unusual to
stress any kind of ethnicity information in application documents. A recent study
by Kang and colleagues (Kang et al. 2016), for example, suggests that racial minorities
in the U.S. try to conceal their minority group membership by ‘whitening’ their
résumés.
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Third, we compare response rates for domestic-born and foreign-born minorities who
migrated at age six. We do so to isolate the eﬀect of foreign birthplace and early socialisa-
tion in a foreign country from diﬀerences in human capital. However, as a downside of this
design, we focus on a group of foreign-born minorities that is in reality quite small.
Fourth and ﬁnally, while we kept diﬀerences in human capital between domestic-born
and foreign-born minorities constant, we cannot rule out the possibility that the
observed diﬀerences between European and Middle Eastern/African minorities actually
result from (real or assumed) diﬀerences in productivity-related group characteristics,
such as mean level of education or average unemployment rates of diﬀerent origin
groups (see e.g. Koopmans, Veit, and Yemane 2018). We hope that future studies will
develop research designs and/or analytical strategies that make it possible to better dis-
entangle between statistical discrimination and taste-based discrimination as causes of
the particular severe discrimination against minorities from Middle Eastern and
African countries.
To sum up, this study is the ﬁrst to provide a cross-national empirical test of hiring dis-
crimination against foreign-born and domestic-born job candidates of European and
Middle Eastern/African origin. We conﬁrm an ethnic penalty for foreign-born and dom-
estic-born minorities of European and Middle Eastern/African origin – despite résumés
with explicit and strong signals of high levels of human capital. Our ﬁndings imply that
employers are attentive to all kinds of ‘otherness’ signals. Moreover, the consequences
of these signals tend to be additive (for a similar ﬁnding see Di Stasio et al. 2019), resulting
in particularly high penalties for minority job candidate who are born in a culturally more
distant, foreign country. Since the ﬁctitious job candidates in this study were almost iden-
tical, our results suggest that ‘almost’ is unfortunately not enough. All kinds of origin-
related diﬀerences appear to be signals of otherness that receive much more attention
than they deserve.
Notes
1. http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp.
2. In the U.K., the wording was slightly diﬀerent: ‘Note that although I have a […] background
all my education and training has been in Britain since the age of six and I have the right to
work in the UK’ (foreign-born minorities) and ‘Note that although I have a […] background
all my education and training has been in Britain and I have the right to work in the UK’
(domestic-born minorities). Unfortunately, this wording provides an ambiguous signal for
‘domestic-born’ job candidates, because their birthplace is actually not mentioned. Therefore,
the birthplace eﬀect in the U.K. experiment needs to be interpreted with caution. We discuss
potential consequences of this deviation from the common experimental protocol in the
‘conclusions’ section.
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